This paper is written to promote debate between those UK consortia who are delivering Foundation Degree programmes in Information and Communication Technologies. It takes as a reference point the Foundation Degree (final draft) benchmark statement issued by the Qualifications Assurance Agency and poses questions about various aspects of this qualification which the author believes will be problematic. It discusses work based learning from both the institutional and practitioner's viewpoint, the idea of flexible modes of delivery which fit in with the widening participation agenda, ways of making the qualification attractive to employers and potential students, and finally, progression to higher qualifications. It does not offer solutions to any of the problems: but signposts research being undertaken by the author in conjunction with the Higher Education Academy.
Introduction
My aim is to set out concerns about the implementation of Fds (Foundation Degrees) and in particular the importance of WBL (Work Based Learning). I outline the requirements set by the QAA (Quality Assurance Agency) and highlight the areas I think are problematic. The paper is not a rigorous academic study, but is designed to promote discussion and debate amongst practitioners involved with the development, implementation and assessment of them. A questionnaire has been hosted on the HEA-ICS (Higher Education Academy subject centre for Information and Computer Sciences) website. The data from the questionnaire will be analysed for common areas of concern and these will be disseminated via the HEA-ICS.
My concerns concerning the implementation of Fds arose from the lack of information held locally and nationally. There did not seem to be a clear picture of this new qualification. The QAA gave an outline of what a Fd should be, but implementation details were left to the consortia who were expected to deliver them. The major pedagogical shift was using employers and other stakeholders (QAA, 2002) in the design, implementation, delivery and assessment of the qualification. Since the Fd was designed to be a vocational qualification, this shift seemed sensible. The consequential problems that I foresaw were related to FE (Further Education) colleges some of which do not have the appropriate infrastructure or resources to implement some of the expectations.
Another area of concern was the dual nature of a Fd. The Fd is supposed to be a direct route into employment but also an articulation to a bachelor's degree with honours. Although not insurmountable, this duality presents logistic problems. These problems are mainly due to the lower number of students recruited on HE (Higher Education) programmes delivered within a FE institution as compared to institutions that operate solely within the HE sector.
This paper starts with the definition of a Fd given by the QAA and then goes on to explore some of the issues raised concerning the structure and implementation. It discusses certain aspects of WBL (Work Based Learning) and questions the practicalities behind its implementation. Ideas on flexible modes of study, embedding vendor qualifications to increase the employability of students, and the articulation to a bachelor's degree with honours are also discussed.
What is a Fd?
The QAA defines Fds to be, "The Fd integrates academic and work-based learning through close collaboration between employers and programme providers. It aims to widen and increase participation in higher education by delivering knowledge and skills needed for employment by the application of work-based and flexible modes of learning." (QAA 2002,p2) Many Fds are designed to be vocationally focussed higher education qualification aimed at increasing the number of people qualified at higher technician and associate professional level. Within the framework for higher education qualifications, the Fd was located at the intermediate level along with HND (Higher National Diploma) and NVQ (National Vocational Qualification) level 4. There was an expectation of a clear articulation to the next higher level within this framework, e.g. Bachelor of Science degree with honours.
The anticipated target student group was heterogeneous in that it covered employees wishing to advance their careers, A-level students wanting a work-related qualification.
Work Based Learning
For Fds one of the first issues causing debate and discussion between practitioners at my institution was the definition of WBL. The QAA (2002) doesn't actually define what is meant by WBL, but it is clear that it is more than just gaining experience in the workplace. Even before the introduction of Fds it was common for many programmes of study to have work experience modules or requirements for students to complete an industrial placement. Students then provided evidence, such as a log book, of the duties they performed during their time spent in the work place. This work experience does provide the opportunity for students to gain knowledge of the world of work and, given a 'good' work placement, there is no doubt they learn useful skills. But as Beaney (2004) points out, the relationship between work and learning is a complex one and there is not a necessary relationship between the two even though he acknowledges that some form of learning is derived from almost any form of experience. Like many others, his main concern is how high quality learning can be derived from specific forms of work.
In order to address issues relating to WBL institutions are expected to collaborate closely with employers to devise modules with formal learning outcomes. This has self-evident advantages but, for colleges where the employers are SMEs (Small to Medium size Enterprises), given that the student will be assessed against the learning outcomes the issue of which companies to involve is problematic. Do SMEs have the time, resources and knowledge to become involved in the design, implementation and assessment of a Fd? If there is a local employer of sufficient size to deliver the WBL module to the entire cohort of students, the Fd can be more focussed and the learning outcomes achievable. Should the learning outcomes be generic and try to encompass what the majority of employers want? This would seem to be one resolution where SMEs are involved, but seems to go against the underlying philosophy of a Fd where the focus is on the learning of skills related to a specific sector of industry. Hence business size in an FEC's catchment is a serious issue for WBL.
An additional problem with stating specific learning outcomes as generic to several industries is the inflexibility of the current qualification validation process. The ICT (Information and Communications Technology) industry develops very rapidly and this results in students having to learn and master skills in very quickly. Kahle (2004) gives examples on the growth rate of knowledge in general and states that in 1900 the total amount of knowledge available to mankind was doubling every five hundred years. In 1990 it was doubling every two years and some predict it will, by the year 2020, double every thirty five days. For my own institution it takes at least twelve months to validate a course with our partner HEI (Higher Education Institution) and a considerable period of time to make minor changes. This means the graduate's knowledge could be at least three years out of date. Kahle argues, and probably the majority of educators would agree, the answer lies in teaching metacognitive skills.
The QAA by implication supports this view since it recognises the importance of lifelong learning and student ownership of their learning. It therefore expects institutions to design their Fds to:
' …provide sufficient time for self-directed learning and reflection to encourage life long learning by supporting students to develop action plans, demonstrate active learning and facilitate the students' ownership of the learning process'.
(QAA 2002, p9) How does a student demonstrate active learning? Or demonstrate taking ownership of the learning process? The development of action plans requires considerable skills on the part of tutors (acting as mentors) and is not always perceived by students as a useful activity.
Given that the student would spend considerable periods of time away from the institution, institutions are expected to have in place a sophisticated support infrastructure. The use of e-mail, video-conferencing, formal and informal meetings are suggested as a methods of maintaining contact with the student. There is also the recognition that students can become isolated in the workplace and therefore lose the support of their peer group. Institutions should anticipate this, and as in the case of tutor support, have an infrastructure in place which students could use to support each other (DfEE 2003) . Would students take advantage of such resources? And could institutions afford such elaborate systems?
The importance given to WBL means that teaching staff should have an appropriate awareness, understanding and experience if they are to meet students' needs. This raises the issue of institutions having to recruit staff with recent industrial experience or allow staff to update their knowledge and skills within an industrial context on a regular basis. In my experience it is difficult enough for teaching staff, especially within ICT (Information and Communications Technology) to keep course materials up to date yet alone find the time to spend in the workplace.
Assessment of WBL
"Work based assessment should, where appropriate, include employers" (QAA 2003) . The arrangement between the HEI/FECs should be fully articulated (including any training of employers in assessment procedures) in formal agreements before the commencement of delivery with regular reviews. This once more assumes the employers have the time to release staff for training and to actually carry out the assessment.
Flexible Modes of Delivery
The QAA expects institutions to deliver Fd courses using 'flexible modes of learning'. In a recent report by Little (2003) this view was supported by employers who anticipated that Fds might become important for developing the skills and knowledge of those already in the workplace. The employers also suggested that funding and work patterns could present barriers to employees participating in Fd programmes. Flexible modes of delivery and responsive support packages were seen as reasonable solutions to overcome these barriers. Examples of flexible learning modes, suggested by the QAA, include the use of web-based and distance learning methods, self-directed studies, project work, and problem based learning. However, the implementation is problematic. For example, a study recently conducted in the USA (Zemsky and Massey, 2004 ) on e-learning, including web-based learning, concluded that it is not the educational solution it was purported to be. The report highlights that the early assumptions made by advocates of e-learning i.e. that if the necessary hardware and software is in place people will enrol, students will quickly adopt e-learning and e-learning will force a change in teaching methods, were false. It did, however, find VLEs (Virtual Learning Environments) were successful along with the adoption of Microsoft's PowerPoint as a substitute for writing on a board.
The use of projects is a common element in the majority of programmes of study and does not present a new method of learning as implied by the QAA. However project work for part-time students in rural areas, such as Cornwall can be difficult. For instance convening meetings to work on group projects are logistically complex due to the distances between their respective homes. They tend to meet on the day they attend college. Is the underlying assumption the students all work for the same company?
What constitutes a 'responsive support package'? Should tutors be available by telephone, e-mail, video-conferencing or available for meetings during evenings and weekends?
Once more there seems to be a problem with definitions: is it necessary to redefine what is meant by the terms 'part-time and full-time study'? Traditionally part-time meant either employees attending college on a day release basis or several evenings a week until the student had accrued the number of credits necessary for the qualification. Are institutions now expected to offer courses on a per module basis i.e. a student may complete 60 credits one year, 40 the next and so on until the required number of credits have been achieved?
Aspirations to provide a flexible mode of delivery need to be in a framework which is consistent with lecturers' conditions of service. The predominant measure, especially within the FE sector, is the amount of time a lecturer has contact (ie delivering a lesson) with students. In order for modes of delivery such as web-based, e-mail, video conferencing or even the delivering of content off-campus to be perceived as worthwhile endeavours, FECs (Further Education Colleges) will have to redefine what is meant by contact hours. For example, Bonk (2001) conducted a survey of postsecondary instructors who were involved in developing learning materials for the web and found that many of them felt their efforts were not being rewarded. Others found the necessary support to develop materials was not in place, even though they were initially enthusiastic to embrace the use of electronic means to enhance the students learning.
Embedding Vendor Qualifications
In order to improve student employability many institutions embed courses offered by companies, such as Microsoft, into their academic programmes. These vendor qualifications ensure students are knowledgeable and skilled in the use of the latest technologies. This gives the students the opportunity to achieve an academic qualification along with numerous product specific competency certified skills. The Cisco CCNA (Cisco Certified Network Associate) programme has been embedded in the FdSc Computer Networking, which is one of the courses I manage. When the course was designed it was believed by embedding a vendor qualification the students would have greater currency within the employment marketplace, since they could achieve a Fd along with an industry recognised qualification. Since its implementation the Cisco course has been revamped and the student workload has increased considerably. Cisco recommend, at the HE level, there should be a minimum of 45 hours of lecturer contact time along with 25 hours of proctored laboratory time per semester. Given a semester of 12 teaching weeks, this equates to approximately 4 hours contact and 2 hours of supervised laboratory time.
The other issue raised by embedding vendor qualifications is one of assessment. The vendors specify the criteria that students must achieve in order to be certified. In some instances these can be in conflict with institutional assessment guidelines and regulations. For example, the CCNA course stipulates that a student must pass a module before proceeding to the next, but the assessment regulations of the validating HEI allows students to fail up to sixty credits per year. If the student fails to satisfy the vendor qualification for, say, module one in semester one they cannot proceed to module two. The examination and subject assessment panels normally meet at the end of the academic year where decisions are taken on the students' progression and if necessary referred work set. The students have been disadvantaged because not only would they have failed the first module but also the second due to the vendor's assessment criteria.
Progression to a bachelor's degree with honours
The Fd, although a vocational qualification in its own right, is seen by many students and the QAA as a route to an honours degree. The QAA benchmark states that institutions offering the Fd must guarantee articulation between it and at least one bachelor's degree with honours. In order to prepare students for a degree programme a bridging module may be necessary. When should this bridging module be made available? Some students may not want to progress and would therefore not be interested in undertaking additional academic study. Given that many FECs do not recruit the same number of students as Universities, this puts extra pressure on available resources. Some students who start a Fd may not wish to progress at the commencement of their studies, but for various reasons, change their minds at a later stage. If the bridging module is delivered too soon within the programme these students could potentially be disadvantaged. Given that the bridging arrangement is designed to give the skills/knowledge to facilitate level three studies, the natural place for it would be towards the end of the final year or before commencement of level three studies. This module would require close collaboration between the HEI and the FEC to ensure the students are indeed empowered to successfully achieve the higher qualification.
The QAA's view of progression to an honours degree programme seems to make the assumption that either students not in the workplace will want to progress or Universities will redesign their degree programmes in line with the Fd 'model' of flexible delivery. The alternative is to allow more FECs to deliver level three programmes. This can be difficult, for instance teaching staff at universities are normally expected to hold post graduate qualifications and be research active. These are not requirements in the FE sector, and since the majority of staff teach both FE and HE this could present a problem.
The majority of subjects studied within an ICT programme tend to be vocational but there are some subjects, not always seen to be relevant by students, that are necessary to provide underpinning knowledge and skills. One of the most obvious ones is mathematics. First, should mathematics be taught to Fd level students and if so to what extent? It could be argued, that for students wishing not to progress to a honours degree programme, mathematics beyond a basic level is not necessary. Students wishing to progress may require advanced mathematical knowledge and skills in order to successfully complete their chosen programme of study. This dichotomy between the vocational and academic presents course designers with many dilemmas. As mentioned above, FECs tend not to recruit large cohorts of students onto HE level courses therefore the pressures on institutions to be efficient and offer 'value for money' makes it virtually impossible to offer different progression routes within a particular Fd.
Research Methodology
In order to gather general data on how consortia have developed, implemented and deliver Fds, a questionnaire has been devised and hosted on the HEA-ICs website (www.ics.ltsn.ac.uk/questionnare/foundation_degrees.htm). The focus of the analysis will be to record diversity and innovation across different geographic regions within the UK. This will reveal how urban, rural and semi-rural partnerships deal with the issues raised in this paper.
This questionnaire mainly contains questions of a quantifiable nature with specific responses required. These 'closed' questions are based around the options the QAA expect consortia to follow in the development of Fds. The data from these questions will be collated and analysed by using a measure of central tendency. The specific measure used will depend on how the data is distributed. This data will provide information on specific issues but will not reveal any underlying concerns that consortia may have regarding more qualitative issues. In order to address this weakness, respondents are given the opportunity make general comments in response to more open ended questions. Once all the data has been collated and analysed, this preliminary investigation will be followed by telephone interviews and/or personal interviews. The agenda for the interviews will be determined from the analysis of the data from the questionnaire and will therefore focus on the specific problems consortia have found with the Fd qualification.
Conclusion
This paper as only touched upon the many issues the QAA's benchmark statement raises. It has attempted to avoid the debate on the currency and validity of a Fd, since it seems that it has already been decided that they are the way forward to widen participation and reduce employer training costs. It remains to be seen if they will fulfil the criteria set by the Government and also be seen as a worthwhile qualification by employers and be recognised by potential students as an HE qualification. The analysis of the results will identify areas of concern both at a national and a local level which can then be used to identify institutions with similar concerns and therefore promote discussion and collaboration between them. Also the data should be useful for institutions that are in the process of designing a Fd or thinking about offering Fds. The research should indicate the most successful models and also identify areas that need careful planning therefore providing a successful, workable model.
